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Introduction
The importance of protected areas as 'sanctuaries' , for urban dwellers has always been a topical issue within academic literature. Many authors -including psychologists and natural scientists -believe that national parks, with their natural beauty and 'peacefulness' have made a significant contribution to urban dwellers' social and psycho-physical needs (see Hartig, 1993; Obua and Harding, 1996; Chiesura, 2004; Sanesi et al., 2006; Matsuoka and Kaplan, 2008; Petrova et al., forthcoming; Suckall et al., 2009) . In England, for example, the manner in which the countryside has shaped the national identity over time has been extensively emphasised and discussed in relation to the broader cultural, social and political developments (i.e. Taylor, 1995; Agyeman and Spooner, 1997; Edensor, 2000; Suckall et al. 2006) . However, there is still an empirical divide regarding urban dwellers' perceptions of, and attitudes towards, national park management and protection: their motivations for visiting such areas remain unclear and inadequately connected to contemporary social science research regarding the relationship between nature conservation and tourism. There is also a need for additional inquiry into the urban dwellers' influence upon the parks themselves, as well as their interaction with local communities. This is particularly true in post-communist states such as those in South-Eastern Europe, where many national parks are still lacking any degree of monitoring capacity -and consequently the necessary political strategies -for visitor management, despite the extensive structural changes experienced by such societies over the past 20 years.
The deficiency of scientific research regarding the relationship between national park visitors and the governance of protected area is even more evident in the Republic of Macedonia, which has a specific situation in this regard, due to the presence of large urban populations in the immediate proximity of protected areas (EAR, 2003) . The country is also characterised by a lack of adequate environmental management frameworks, especially in response to increasing tourist pressure in protected areas. Therefore, this paper looks at the manner in which the motivations, perceptions and movements of national park visitors actually relate to the protected areas themselves. Based on the primary research undertaken in the Pelister National Park -on of the oldest such protected area in South-Eastern Europe, lying very close to an urban centre, with approximately 100,000 inhabitants -it identifies the profile and needs of urban visitors to the park, while exploring their needs and aspirations. These are compared with the results from similar case studies and placed in the context of the broader relationship between nature conservation and tourism activity.
Aims and methods
The broader purpose of this paper is to explore the motivations that drive contemporary tourists to visit protected areas in South-Eastern Europe. We investigate the demographic profile and socio-cultural expectations of urban visitors to the Pelister National Park in the Republic of Macedonia. This paper aims to assess the extent to which their decision to come to the park is driven by the intention to develop an intrinsic engagement with the natural features of the area, as opposed to a more superficial interest in its symbolic importance.
Our research is based on the quantitative and qualitative evidence regarding the features and expectations of urban tourists to the Pelister National Park, gathered between the 18 th and the 26 th of August 2006. The period was deliberately chosen so as to include two weekends during the height of the tourist season. Using a pre-set questionnaire, we approached visitors at the main entry point to the park (Figure 1 ) at 10 to 15 minute intervals, between 7 AM and 3 PM each day. We received 230 responses out of a total of 265 individuals who were approached, giving us a response rate of 87%. The interview questions focused on:
• The socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents; • The frequency of their visits, length of stay in the park and the method of movement (i.e. by car, by foot); and • The visitors' needs, attitudes towards and perceptions regarding the protection and management of the Pelister National Park.
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The questionnaire structure and sampling approach utilised by the survey was based upon the methodology that has been developed and implemented in the Czech Republic for approximately 10 years (see Cihar and Stankova, 2006) . By using this approach we hoped to provide for a greater degree of comparability between our study and similar work undertaken in the Czech Republic and elsewhere in Central Europe (see Petrova et al., forthcoming) .
The questionnaire survey was supplemented by 10 in-depth interviews with national park officials and local inhabitants, in order to highlight the broader structural relationship between nature protection and local communities, as well as the institutional conditions that serve as a policy background toward tourism in the area. In this paper, the results of both sets of data have been compared to the outcomes of an earlier research project with similar aims, undertaken during the winter of 2003, under the auspices of the European Agency for Reconstruction (EAR).
Urban visitors to national parks: Making the connection
Political ecologists and economic historians have located the emergence of protected areas within a romantic strive to 'modernise' cities during the industrial revolutions which engulfed Western Europe in the nineteenth century. Suckall et al. (2009) argue that the romantic movement of the nineteenth century attempted to offer an alternative to the smoke stacks of the industrialising economies. In abandoning the principles of science and reason, the romantics stressed the power of the imagination, feelings and emotions. They focused their attention on the aesthetics of the natural world, transforming places that had once been seen as 'valueless' into 'picturesque and sublime' natural refuges (ibid.). Solitude and escape from the city thus became "bound up with notions of individuality and self development, with a retreat from the city and the urban self and towards a freeing of the body, a rediscovery of childish sensation, and aesthetic and moral regeneration" (Edensor, 2000: 84) .
However, this trend had an important class dimension, as the UK's national parks, for example were generally placed in regions that affluent, university-educated white people deemed important (Suckall et al., 2009) . This means that their aesthetics was perceived and designed by individuals who had been educated in the Romantic idea of 'wilderness and solitude' (ibid.). The upper class romantics were keen to keep the landscape exclusive for those who had the "financial and cognitive" resources to appreciate "scenery, landscape, image, [and] fresh air" (Williams, 1972: 6) . It can be argued, that national parks are often managed to preserve tranquillity and 'naturalness' even if this results in a contrived landscape. Suckall et al. (2009) point out that such an approach leaves little room for dynamism and evolution, since any transformations may be seen as less aesthetically desirable by national park visitors. Their findings signal an important, albeit subtle shift in the social role of protected areas: they have gradually moved from acting as the providers of a romantic 'escape' from the contamination of the city, to active players in the formation of the identities and lifestyles of their visitors.
The fact that urban dwellers' preferences and needs regarding natural sites have varied through time and space has also been picked up by authors such as Bauen et al. (2008) and Matsuoka and Kaplan (2008) ; in order to determine the changing character of contemporary urban perceptions of nature, the latter have undertaken a comprehensive analysis of 58 volumes of the journal Landscape and Urban Planning, discovering that much of the surveyed work addresses nature as a place that can help improve the quality of life and provide a brief sanctuary from 'urban problems' .
However, more recently there has been increasing academic interest in the role of visits to protected nature areas as a signifying symbol of status, fashion and also a healthy lifestyle. The main question in this context pertains to the tension between the urban dwellers' desire to explore and protect nature, on the one hand as opposed to their interest toward entertainment and relaxation, on the other. Considering that the latter can be provided even at the gateways of national parks, Beunen et al. (2008) have stressed that most urban dwellers rarely venture into the core of protected areas, choosing to use the gateways for recreational activities. Similarly, Sterl et al.'s (2008) assessment of the awareness of the disturbance of wildlife due to different anthropogenic uses -including recreational activities -amongst on-site visitors in the Donau-Auen National Park, Austria, showed that only 12% of the respondents believed that they could have potentially disturbed wildlife on the day of the interview.
The mass endorsement of an active and healthy lifestyle, which helps reaffirm the connection between individuals and nature (Eagles and McCool, 2002) has combined with the expansion of low-cost airlines to make nature conservation areas and activities around the world more easily visible and accessible, thus further accelerating the development of nature-based tourism.
The effects of such developments are particularly pronounced in national parks, as, according to Obua and Harding (1996) , people are generally more attracted to a particular area if they know that it has been designated for protection, since this affects the perception of its attributes and natural beauty. But even though the ideology behind nature-based tourism is ba-sed on nature protection principles and guidelines, its environmental consequences can potentially be more damaging than mass tourism, primarily because they are mainly concentrated in sensitive and vulnerable areas (Gössling, 1999) . The increasing interest in nature-based tourism within protected areas, especially those located in developing countries, is also magnifying and diversifying its implications for the development of local communities (Goodwin, 1996; Lindberg and Johnson, 1997) . This means that the impacts of tourism activities in this domain extend beyond the natural environment (Goodwin, 1996) , since they also affect the socio-economic processes and municipal governance.
It should be pointed out that there isn't a single, linear relationship between visitors and local communities. According to Eagles and McCool (2002) , interactions between visitors and local communities can include cultural (exchange of folkloric and traditional habits, customs and beliefs), economic (investment, a boost to the local economy, changing labour markets), demographic (changes in population structures, migration processes), environmental (pollution, destruction of natural sites, natural habitat disturbances) and political (changing laws, designation of more protected areas as a result of increased awareness and appreciation for parks) dimensions. That is one of the main reasons why Mehta and Kellert (1997) argue in favour of an integrated and simultaneous planning of local development, including tourism and nature protection. Indeed, as Obua and Harding (1996: 505) point out, "understanding visitor characteristics is a principal aspect of sustainable tourism" and "planning of new developments, management of visitors, monitoring trends and predicting recreational demands, all require adequate information on visitors".
In this context, it is worth mentioning Bourdieu's (1986) maxim that a person's 'lifestyle' is a trade-off between preferences relating to leisure, culture, consumption, and cultural tastes. Therefore many authors stress the need for establishing the profile of national park visitors within the framework of their affiliation to a particular social group, and in terms of their individual preferences for different cultural and leisure activities (Urry, 1990; Featherstone; 1991; Suckall et al., 2009 ). According to Breakell (2002) most of the national park visitors in Britain and Western Europe are from a middle class background; a finding that is also supported by, inter alia, Agyeman (1995) , Agyeman and Spooner (1997), and Breakell (2002) . Similarly, Obua and Harding's (1996) work in Uganda has indicated that most visitors (52%) to the Kibale National Park are university graduates. Petrosillo et al. (2007) discovered that marine protected areas in Italy had a higher rate of male visitors, whose overall sample was dominated by the 31-45 age bracket and individuals with a secondary education.
The national park visitor profile in Central and Eastern Europe appears to be similar to the one established for Western Europe, albeit with some exceptions. In the Czech Republic, Cihar and Stankova (2006) found that male respondents do not outnumber female respondents, as in many cases there are more female respondents or both genders are represented equally. The age structure of national park visitors varies in space and time (Beunen et al., 2008) , such as during winter periods and in protected mountainous areas, where most of the visitors are in the 25−39 age bracket, while the 40−59 age bracket is more typical for summer periods. Also, Cihar and Stankova (2006) have noted that the number of visitors with a university degree has been on the rise since the 1990s.
The formulation of a visitor management strategy, within the comprehensive management plans of protected areas must be predicated on an adequate understanding of visitors' preferences and perceptions. Petrosillo et al. (2007) argue that the socio-economic status, cultural ties, and past experiences are key factors in influencing the perception of environmental quality. The preferences of urban dwellers towards activities in national parks can differ in numerous ways, based on their personal characteristics, education levels and their place of residence (ibid.). For example, Matsuoka and Kaplan (2008) have underlined that younger people are attracted toward more active pursuits (i.e. sports activities), while adults and the elderly would rather enjoy natures opportunities, which afford observation and relaxation (Oguz, 2000; Sherman et al., 2005; Oku and Fukamachi, 2006) . Moreover, it is thought that urban dwellers show a greater interest in enigmatic and exotic environments (Herzog et al., 1989; Ulrich et al., 1991; Hartig, 1993) . In light of the diversity of visitors' needs and expectations, many authors believe that measures to influence tourist behaviour should be principally be aimed at preserving the balance between nature and recreation (see Reynolds and Elson, 1996; Cope et al., 1999; Beunen et al., 2008) .
Spatial context of the study
The Republic of Macedonia has made a number of policy steps aimed at harmonising its nature protection regulation in line with that of the EU, as a result of its desire to join the 27-nation states. However, the regulatory frameworks for nature protection -especially with regard to the management of protected areas -are still insufficiently developed. This is accompanied by an almost complete lack of scientific research looking into the relationship between tourism and nature protection, a situation that has transpired, despite the fact that the country's three national parks -Galichica, Mavrovo and Pelister -are also amongst its top tourist destinations.
Pelister is the first national park in the Republic of Macedonia and one of the oldest such protected areas in the Balkans, having been founded in 1948. It is an IUCN II category protected area within Macedonia's nature protection framework. The park lies in the south-western part of the country, adjacent to the border with Greece and less than 15 kilometres away from Macedonia's second largest city, Bitola. It presently covers a total area of 14,300 hectares, thanks to the expansion of its boundaries in 2007 (Petrova et al., forthcoming) . The park's territory coincides with the central portions of the Baba mountain massif occupying altitudes ranging from between 891 to 2,601 metres above sea level (see Figure 1 ). As such, it includes extensive forested areas of Macedonian pine (Pinus peuce), which extend across a relatively large part of the park's northern slopes and are among the Balkans' best-developed and most extensive ecosystems, formed by this very rare and endemic pine (Nastov and Micevski, 1994; Nastov, 2000) .
Although there is only one rural settlement -the village of Malovishta -within the Pelister's boundaries, a number of villages that are well known for their cultural and architectural heritage line the boundaries of the park, including, inter alia, Brajchino, Kazhani, Rotino, Capari, Magarevo, Trnovo, Dihovo, and Nizhepole (EAR, 2003) . The settlements contain a unique complex of stone masonry houses, dating from the nineteenth century (see Figure 2 ).
Socio-demographic features of urban visitors to the Pelister National Park
The questionnaire survey that we undertook in the Pelister revealed, that male visitors to the park outnumbered female ones by almost a 2:1 ratio, as their respective proportions in the survey sample reached 62% and 38%. At the same time, most respondents belonged to the 40−59 age group (41%), with a significant number between 25 and 39 years of age (37%). Those who were older than 60 or younger than 17, formed equal proportions of the sample (8% each), with an even smaller share (6%) being represented by the 18−24 age group. The largest visitor numbers were recorded between 1 and 3 PM (Figure 3 ).
Regarding the employment of the respondents, it transpired that the majority of them (56%) were working in the tertiary or quaternary sector, with a further 15% belonging to the primary and secondary sector. It should be noted that 12% of the respondents were unemployed, 11% were students and 6% were retired. Nearly half of the respondents (45%) had a tertiary education, while a further third (32%) had managed to complete secondary schooling. An overwhelming share (74%) of the visitors, were from the nearby city of Bitola.
When compared to the results of the EAR study (EAR, 2003) , it emerged that the only similarity in both cases was that male respondents outnumbered female respondents. Most visitors in the EAR sample were from the 17−24 age group, which also means that visitors with a lower educational level prevailed (52% of all respondents had a secondary school diploma). It should be noted that once again, this study was undertaken during the winter period. As pointed out by 'Vesna' , a 57 year old private entrepreneur from Bitola: 
Visitor needs and expectations
When asked about the frequency and length of their visits to and stays in the national park, 96% of the tourists surveyed, answered that they had already visited the area in the past. Although most of them pointed out that they usually visit the park during the summer months (57%), a third (34%) stated that they tended to come to the park during the winter months, with the remainder being split evenly between the autumn and the spring. Around 89% of the respondents answered that they intended to stay only for one day in the park, while 7% of them were staying for two days and only 4% were planning to spend a whole weekend in Pelister. It should be emphasised that 89% of the respondents were using automobiles as their mode of transportation to and from the park, while 8% came by motorcycle and a meagre 3% by bicycle.
The main reason for almost all the surveyed tourists visiting the park, were its natural features (98%), although they did not demonstrate a special need for further exploration or educational activities. The majority of them (76%) pointed out that they would rather enjoy their meal or refreshment in the nearby restaurant in a natural surrounding. As indicated by 'Marko' , a 32 year old engineer from Bitola: It is interesting that the percentage of respondents who preferred 'peaceful relaxation' (90%) was larger than the number (70%) of those who came to the park for different sports activities. Out of all the interviewed visitors, only 3% visited the park for its cultural-educational activities. The sport activities identified by the respondents included, hiking (57%), picking forest fruits (26%) and observing nature (17%). Almost half (49%) of the surveyed tourists thought that they had observed an improvement in the state of the environment of the park during the last five years, although 36% felt that things had remained unchanged, while 4% thought that it had actually become worse and 11% didn't reply. Two thirds of the respondents were satisfied with the quality of the information system in the park, while a quarter were not satisfied. Most of the respondents (87%) felt that the most endangered parts of the park should be open to visitors without any restrictions.
The respondents underlined the proximity to the city (only around 15 kilometres) and offered amenities, especially with respect to the well-known hotel-restaurant, as an important factor for the frequency of their visits. This also came through in the interview with 'Bojan' , a 67 year old pensioner from Skopje:
The 
Conclusion
To summarise, the reviewed quantitative and qualitative evidence has indicated that the main motivation for the urban dwellers' visits to Pelister, lies in the natural amenities offered by the national park, as well as the cultural brand associated with its image as a protected area. It should be pointed out that that although the respondents had a general knowledge about Pelister as a designated national park, they lacked a significant awareness about their own impact upon the environment, as well as an active readiness to take part in its protection. In part, this is also supported by the fact that the overwhelming majority of the visitors came by automobiles and only stayed in the area for one day.
The findings of this paper also support the suggestion that that there is a strong relationship between the place where people park their automobiles and the facilities offered at that location. The main road in the park actually connects Bitola with the largest and the most popular hotel-restaurant ('Molika'), which is also one of the main focal points within this area and can be considered a gateway to the park. The implications of this finding for the management of visitor flows and national park protection is in line with Beunen et al. (2008) , who have found that the creation of a gateway in a nature conservation area will help concentrate the traffic flows in the vicinity of the gateway.
Taking into consideration Eagles and McCool's (2002) argument, where visitors from different age and social groupings have different needs, one would have expected that most of the urban dwellers involved in our research would opt, with respect to both a physical and relaxation perspective to actually be less demanding. The results of this survey confirmed this pattern, as 90% of the respondents stated that they preferred 'peaceful relaxation' in the park. It is important to note that approximately two thirds of the surveyed visitors did not demonstrate a further interest in exploring or observing the natural features of the park. Clearly, the promotion of protected area tourism as a 'healthy lifestyle' option in Macedonia, is making national parks fashionable for an increasing number of urban dwellers, without bringing about an associated rise in nature protection awareness. This emphasises the need for the development of an effective visitor management strategy as an integral part of the overall governance of national parks.
